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Introduction 

For some unknown reasons, some personalities with exceptional contributions 
may vanish into oblivion even among from the memories of their close associates. 
Some of those retreats were permanent with no return. Some other may emerge 
after a while in the course of history. Some others may get unearthed accidently. 
The legend of Madam Vera Vasilevna Bartenyeva (1887-1977) is something that 
would fits in the last category. 

Vera Vasilevna was the Russian missionary who played a significant role in the 
commissioning of the Martha Mariyam Samajam (St. Mary’s Women’s League), the 
women’s spiritual organization of the Malankara Orthodox Church, India, during its 
early days around 1938-9. But she was never acknowledged nor even mentioned 
during the eightieth anniversary celebrations a decade ago and even in the current 
ninetieth anniversary celebrations of the Martha Mariyam Samajam. 

Vera Vasilevna Bartenyeva came to my attention in 2018. While preparing the 
paper titled Ninety Years of Indio-Russ Orthodox Relations, I came across an 
autobiography of the Russian monk Archimandrite Andronic Elpidinsky who was in 
India with the Malankara Orthodox Church from 1931 for eighteen years. His 
autobiography in Russian language titled Eighteen years in India had a brief reference 
to Vera Vasilevna. She was acknowledged in my paper mentioned above according 
to the little information obtained primarily from Archimandrite Andronic. 

A couple of months ago, while 
researching about the origin of the 
Martha Mariyam Samajam, I was forced to 
search again for Vera Vasilevna. 

Unfortunately I had little success in 
that endeavor since most of the early 
records of Martha Mariyam Samajam were 
destroyed in natural calamities. Only 
scanty entries were available in the 
official periodical of the Malankara 
Church, The Orthodox Sabha Magazine 
(The Orthodox Church Magazine) in 
Malayalam language, of that time. Yet, 
they carried rich and sweet memories 
about her nourished work during her 
short span of time with the Martha 
Mariyam Samajam. It barely had any 
significant information except for some 
personal reflections. 

Up on my request, Sreasko Petrovias 
(Srecko Petovic), a Serbian researcher 
from Belgrade traced out a little more 
information about Vera Vasilevna. This 
small paper is based on all these bits of 
information so far as we are able to 
collect. I am deeply indebted to Sreasko 
Petrovias for the information he provided 
due to my ignorance in Slavic 
languages. 



Vera Vasilevna Bartenyeva 
(1887-1977) 



Beginning of the search 

The first information about Vera Vasilevna Bartenyeva came to my attention 
through the autobiography of Archimandrite Andronic Elpidinsky, Eighteen years in 
India, is as follows: 

...The visit to Vera Vasilievna Bartenev, the daughter of the famous 
missionary Vasily Mikhailovich Skvortsov, was very special. She was invited 
by the Syrian Church to head the women’s society of Martha-Maria, which 
has 66 branches in Travancore and Cochin and actually covers the entire 
female half of the Church with all the diverse women’s needs. Vera Vasilyevna 
had ideas on the organization of work, and creative initiatives began to 
manifest themselves on the part of the Syrians. The field of activity was 
wide and the work went well at first. In the center began to organize 
courses. At the same time, Vera Vasilievna was invited to various large and 
small meetings. She was like a queen among bees. 

But in the midst of this black sea of humanity, Vera Vasilyevna yearned 
for the abandoned life of her, and for her recently deceased husband. She 
said that she was irritated by the hundreds of eyes constantly waiting on 
her, something waiting for her. She began to suffer from insomnia, her body 
began to become covered with acne, despite moving to the mountains ... A 
small but comfortable house was built especially for her, before her arrival, 
by Syrian Christians. 

The Syrian friary and my skit were on the mountains, where it was cooler, 
and V. V. Barteneva’s house was at a low, hot spot in the center of the main 
mass of Syrian Christians. Saving herself, she left for Europe on one of the 
most recent ships before the war of 1939, leaving behind a good but sad 
memory. After her departure, the bishops and women several times asked 
me to write out another leader for them, but I could not do anything... 
(Archimandrite Andronic Elpidinsky, Eighteen years in India, Buenos Aires, 
1959) 

I am planning this note as an elaboration of this small entry as much as possible 
with the help of other bits of information from various sources. 

Family and early life 

Vera Vasilevna Skvortsova was born in 1887 at Kiev as the daughter of the famous 
Russian theologian and missionary Vasily Mikhailovich Skvortsov and Julia 
Aleksandrovna Skvortsova in Kiev, Ukraine. She was the second among the five 
offspring of Julia and Vasily Mikhailovich Skvortsov. The other four of them consist 

of two sisters and two brothers are, Michael (born 
in 1886, Kiev), Valentina (born in 1893, Kiev), 
Alexander (born 1900, St. Petersburg), and 
Tatyana (born 1902, St. Petersburg). 

Vasily Mikhailovich Skvortsov (1859 - 1932) 
hails from a family of priests as the son of Father 
Mikhail Ioannovich Skvortsov and Elizaveta Lavrova, 
nee Smirnova. Vasily Skvortsov was born on 12 
January 1859 at Dankovsky district of Lipetsk 
region, Russia. After graduated from the Ryazan 
Theological Seminary and Kiev Theological 
Academy, he taught at the Kamyanets - Podilsky 
Theological Seminary in 1885. He also served as 
a missionary of the Kiev and Poltava dioceses. 



Vasily Mikhailovich Skvortsov 
(1859 - 1932) 


Vasily Skvortsov married to Julia Alexandrovna Gromakovskaya, daughter of 
of Alexander Mikhailovich Gromakovsky and Ksenia Gromakovskaya. Though there 
are no Slavic records available about her demise, Julia Aleksandrovna Skvortsova 
survived 1939 according to Indian records. 

Vasily Skvortsov was appointed with special assignments at the office of the Chief 
Prosecutor of the Holy Synod in 1895. Later he became the head of the Internal 
Mission of the Russian Orthodox Church. He founded and edited the Orthodox 
Journal Missionary Survey (1896-1917) and the Church political daily Kolokol (1905- 
1917), which was considered as the official Organ of the Holy Synod. He was involved 
in the publication of other periodicals and books. Vasily Skvortsov was engaged in 
several religious and political activities.He was a Russian publicist, 
publisher, Orthodox missionary , public figure and a member of 
the monarchist movement in Russia. 

His right-wing political affiliation made him to quit Russia in 1921 and went on 
exile to the ’’Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes” after the Communist conquest 
of Russia. He taught at the Sarajevo Seminary since 1925. Vasily Skvortsov died on 
3 May 1932 in Sarajevo, Drinsky Banovina, Kingdom of Yugoslavia and entombed 
there on the next day. 

Marriage and Family 

Vera Vasilevna Skvortsova was married to Vsevolod 
Nikolaevich Bartenev, an officer in the Russian Army. 

Vsevolod Bartenev was the son of Nikolai 
Alexandrovich Bartenev and Ekaterina Nikolaevna 
Maslova and he became a captain of the 20 th Dragoon 
Regiment. During the political turmoil and Bolshevik 
Revolution in Russia, Vsevolod Bartenev was with the 
pro-right “white Russian” faction. Hence, he was forced 
to go on exile which ended up in Yugoslavia in May 
1920. While in exile he organized and created his 
regiment’s album. 

Vsevolod Nikolaevich Bartenev died on 20 August 
1937 in Sarajevo, Yugoslavia. He and Vera Vasilevna 
Bartenev had only one daughter, Elena Vsevolodovna 
Bartenev born on 02 December 1903. Elena who was 
also known as Helen W. Loran, married to Alexei De 
San Laurent, demised on 25 August 1995 at San 
Francisco, California, United States of America. Vsevolod Nikolaevich Bartenev 

(- 1937) 

Mission and India 

According to the Serbian sources, Vera Vasilevna was interested in mission and 
charitable work as her father. Hence, after becoming a widow, Vera Vasilevna, 
went to United Kingdom, where she attended Theological course at College of the 
Ascension, Birmingham, perhaps in 1937- 8. At that time, College of the Ascension 
was training women missionaries. After graduation, she chooses the missionary 
work in India. 

There was a small article about Vera Vasilevna in Serbian language in Bratstvo: 
[= Brotherhood] Journal for Religious and National Enlightenment, Vol. XV, No. 7-8 (July- 
August 1939), Titled “ Miss Vera Bartenyeva - A Missionary in India” (pp. 140-141). In 
that article, that was published while she was in India, she stated that Malankara 
Orthodox Church requested the College of Ascension for a missionary to work in 
India. Being the only one Orthodox student at Birmingham College, Vera Bartenyeva 
was suggested by the college authorities and she accepted the challenge. 




The demand for a female missionary by the Malankara Church was for the proper 
organization of their spiritual organization for women named Mrtha Mariyam Samajam. 

The Mrtha Mariyam Samajam 

The Mrtha Mariyam Samajam, means St. Mary’s league, is the spiritual organization 
for women of the Malankara Orthodox Church. It was established by Mrs. V. K. 
Annamma (later Rev. Mother Hannah) in 1929. It was a humble beginning by a 
mere house-wife at a parish church in Kaviyoor, Pathanamthitta district, Kerala, 
India. Soon it spread to the nearby parishes. The Malankara Orthodox Church 
recognized Mrtha Mariyam Samajam as the official women’s spiritual organization and 
directed all parishes to establish and incorporate its branches in 1932. 

Upon the urge of the then primate of the Church, Malankara Metropolitan 
Vattasseril Geevarghese Mar Dionysius VI (later canonized as Saint Dionysius of 
Malankara), that the mission among the women must be carried out by themselves, 
Mrtha Mariyam Samajam tuned for the internal mission among the womenfolk of the 
Malankara Church. 

In the Annual Report of the Mrtha Mariyam Samajam published in the Bethany 
Magazine in 1934, its treasurer Fr. M. C. Kuriakose (later Archimandrite) stated the 
motive of this organization. He stated that Mrtha Mariyam Samajam is an establishment 
that helped the feminine folk of the Malankara Syrian Church to enlighten their Church 
consciousness, to enrich them with awareness about the doctrines and rituals of the Church 
and get them practiced, to create interest among them in mission work that everybody 
considers as most important. 

Despite of the rest of the spiritual organizations of the Malankara Church then, 
from the beginning itself, Mrtha Mariyam Samajam had a specific aim, modus operandi 
and organizational structure. They had the written bylaw approved by the Church 
since 1932. The leaders of it envisaged that the key factors in success of their 
organization lies with the permanent field work and continues leadership training. 

With this aim in mind, they rented out a building at Thiruvalla, Kerala, India as 
their headquarters. Later they purchased some land at Othara in Pathanamthitta 
district, India and started constructing a chapel and buildings. Since the Martha 
Mariyam Samajam is dedicated under the patronage of the Theotokos, the new complex 
is named as Martha Mariyam Vanitha Mandiram (St. Mary’s home of women). By 1936, 
there were eight inmates in Martha Mariyam Vanitha Mandiram including its founder 
V. K. Annamma who served as the General Secretary of Martha Mariyam Samajam till 
her demise in 1964. The number of branches rapidly increased during those years 
as the fulltime workers visited parishes every week to establish new branches. 

Beyond the internal mission, 

Martha Mariyam Samajam also 
worked among the non- 
Christian marginalized 
communities in different 
stations. 

In the first decade of its 
operation, Martha Mariyam 
Samajam was in an urgent 
need for proper guidance and 
training for full and part time 
workers along with the 
periodic camps and study 
classes for its members. They 
were in search for some 
trained European woman to 



Martha Mariyam Vanitha Mandiram 
Othara, Kerala, India 







reside with them permanently. The exploration was carried out by Metropolitan 
Alaxios Mar Theodosius who was the President of the Martha Mariyam Samajam and 
one who was handling the Inter-Church Relations department of the Malankara 
Church through Fr. Archimandrite C. M. Thomas (later Metropolitan Thomma Mar 
Dionysius) and Deacon K. Philipose (later Metropolitan Dr. Philipose Mar Theophilose) 
who were in England as students then. 

In the meantime, the Martha Mariyam Samajam built a residence at their Othara 
campus for the ‘expected madam’. Its photograph was published along with the 
article in Bratstvo mentioned above. The search finally went to College of Ascension 
and to Vera Vasilevna. 

Right person at wrong place 

We have no records about the exact date of arrival of Vera Vasilevna to Kerala. It 
may be calculated from secondary sources that she was at Othara from around 

early 1939. It is indeed 
certain that she was 
overwhelmingly welcomed by 
the womenfolk of the 
Malankara Church. She 
conducted regular classes at 
Martha Mariyam Vanitha 
Mandiram since her arrival. 
She also organized a 
dispensary at remote Othara 
catering around 300 patients 
per month. V. K. Annamma 
wrote in Orthodox Church 
Magazine in August 1939 
about all these. She also 
stated that... even though there 
is a chapel and a building for the 
residence of Madam, and 
sufficient human power for 
conducting regular classes of 
her, there are hurdles to do so 
due to the lack of hostel facilities 
for the students..., that she 

was confident to overcome soon through the donations from all around the Church. 
The enthusiasm among the Martha Mariyam Samajam workers was so strong to justify 
the words of Archimandrite Andronic Elpidinsky ...In the center began to organize 
courses. At the same time, Vera Vasilievna was invited to various large and small 
meetings. She was like a queen among bees... 

Prior to arrival of Vera Vasilevna, the Malankara Church was skeptical about her 
efficiency due to her advanced age, around 52 while in India. But soon she becomes 
the beloved one of all to whom she associated. It was admitted in the note from 
Martha Mariyam Mandiram dated 20 September 1939 published in the Orthodox Church 
Magazine. 

...In our climatic conditions, it was too difficult for a person from the West 
at such an age to come for the first time, stay long and work. Yet, it was 
decided to give a try, albeit it was little difficult since [we] got such an able 
person. Her enthusiasm for this mission was gone on increasing day by day 
and never diminished. She was suffering by her acute body ailments with 
endurance by her burly faith in God and by zeal towards her commitment... 

It is difficult to find persons work with such obligation and conscience... 



Vera Vasilevna Bartenyeva 
at an outreach program of Martha Mariyam Samajam 


According to the photograph published in Serbian newspaper Vreme from Belgrade 
dated 14 April 1940, Vera Vasilevna actively took part in the outreach programs of 
Martha Mariyam Sama/amalso.The caption in the News Paper on the photograph says 
that she is standing in front of a mission Parish along with a group of parishioners. 
Factually speaking, the photo is captured with the home of one of the beneficiary 
families of the Mission of Martha Mariyam Samajamin its background. She was also 
conducting regular weekly Bible classes at Othara despite of her Parish visits. Even 
though most of her pupils were ignorant in any language other than their native 
tongue Malayalam, there were several around her who werewell versed in English. 
Hence, the communication was not so difficult. 

Vera Vasilevna reached India with the intention to spend the rest of her life with 
the Malankara Orthodox Church. But this initial enthusiasm could not last long. 
Her body did not endure the transplanting from Arctic Circle to humid tropics. She 
felt sick soon as described by Archimandrite Andronic, a usual climatic reaction for 
the trans-Caucasians in the tropical environment. It is true that the ...small but 
comfortable house was built especially for her, before her arrival, by Syrian Christians... 
was at a low, hot spot in the center of the main mass of Syrian Christians.. .as Archimandrite 
Andronic described. It would have saved her health if that residence was at cooler 
mountain terrain as like the Bethany monastery or by the skit of Archimandrite 
Andronic. But they are remote and uninhabited areas even today and hence, there 
was no use for her stayingin such places. 

Vera Vasilevna was known as the ladyWarden of Martha Mariyam Mandiram. While 
addressing a meeting of the branch secretaries held on 24 January 1939 at Martha 
Mariyam Mandiram, Vera Vasilevna expressed her vision about the Martha Mariyam 
Samajam. 

... We, the members of the Martha Mariyam Samajam, must do the best to 
study our religion, to live according to it and to teach our religion. The office 
bearers of the Martha Mariyam Samajam now planning to give training to those 
who wish to become branch workers. Those women who get an opportunity to 
stay calm in prayers to study Bible, Church doctrines, nursing, health science, 
stitching etc., can do better Christian work... 

She also enlightened the participants with examples of what little things they 
can do locally which may make drastic changes. Her lengthy address, published 
fully in Orthodox Church Magazine, March 1939 issue, was filled with such advises 
for a better Christian life. 

The events led to the departure of Vera Vasilevna has to be summarized from a 
report published in Orthodox Church Magazine, 1939 October issue. It was prepared 
on 20 September 1939 at Martha Mariyam Mandiram. It was an announcement about 
the mournful departure of Vera Vasilevna. 

...[We] are publishing this Report with deep grief and heartache about the 
departure of Madam Barteneva who earned the love and respect of all of us. 

It was about an year back when we completed the building for her residence 
and waited for her arrival...A situation arises that she can no longer stay 
with us... We expected that she will be with us throughout the rest of her 
life. But now we understand that God had given her to us only for a short 
while. 

...In our climatic conditions, it was too difficult for a person from the West 
with such an age to stay long and work.. .There were some difficulties occurred 
by climate, language and difference of culture. But she neglected them and 
went along with the work to which she was dedicated more enthusiastically. 

As the result, symptoms like insomnia and panting were eventually started 
worsening. She went to Ootty [a hill resort in the South India] as per the 


advice to take rest for a while. But the report by the doctor who examined 
her there was alarming. In between the war broke-out. Since her physical 
condition does not permit her to live in the tropics, the doctors strongly 
recommended to send her back to Europe as early as possible. The opinion to 
send her back to her native at the earliest was by understanding the reality 
that her European journey becomes impossible if more countries would 
involved in the war. 

...Even though it was excruciating, Madam Barteneva also realized her 
adverse situation ultimately. It was heart-breaking for her to quit her work, 
Mandiram, Samajam and colleagues whom she loved much. She realized the 
climate of Travancore is not fit for her physical condition... She would have 
been here for say good-by to her beloved ones, if her physical condition 
permits. While writing this note, she is staying at Coimbatore with Mrs. Irbi 
who hails from the same country...Mrs. K. M. Annamma and Mr. N. G. Kurian 
visited [Madam Barteneva] to say thanks for her contributions. Bishop [Alexios] 

Mar Theodosius also visited her at Coimbatore. 

Her journey from Bombay is confirmed on 30 September by the ship Julius 
Ceaser. She will leave [Coimbatore] on 24 September. 

The gratitude about her selfless service to the Malankara [Orthodox] Syrian 
Church is off the limits by leaving her elderly mother and only daughter 
behind at [her] native land...We can understand her deep love to [our] Church 
from her [current] statement expressing the desire to return to India if she 
can recapture her physical fitness by this European retreat... 

This note and the autobiography of Archimandrite Andronic are supplementing 
each other regarding the retreat of Vera Vasilevna from India. 

Conclusion 

We have very little knowledge about the life of Vera Vasilevna after her departure 
from Bombay. In a personal letter from Miss Cecily C. Morgan, Secretary of the 
women’s wing of The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Part to N. G. 
Kurian,(later Fr. N. G. Kuriakose) then committee Secretary of Martha Mariyam 
Samajam, probably in 1940, that ... We were very sad that Madam B. had to leave India. I 
have had a card from her since she got home. She loved her Indian girls, and I am sure they 
will not forget her, and they will try and carry on and remember her teaching... There ends 
the Indian sources about Vera Vasilevna. 

Though there are no records about her final destination, one can assume that 
she left for Yugoslavia from India. According to the Serbian Newspaper Vreme, 
published from Belgrade, Vol. XX, No. 6546 dated 13 April 1940, Vera Vasilevna had 
delivered lectures titled a year of life in Southern Eastern India on Sunday, 14 April 
1940 at Belgrade. This lecture conducted at Russian House at Belgrade was with 
the projection of photographs and was introduced by Metropolitan Anastasiy 
Gribanovsky. 

In another article in the same newspaper dated 14 April 1940 titled Spreading of 
Orthodoxy in South India (Vreme, Vol. XX, No. 6547) Vera Vasilevna was described as 
a leader of Orthodox women community at Travancore. In that article, in fact an interview 
of Vera Vasilevna, she was repeatedly stating that she will return to India immediately 
after recovering her health that was not in good shape due to illness. It is certain 
that she loved her Indian life and eager to work again with the Malankara Orthodox 
Church. 

But the political turmoil of that era did not permit her to fulfill the dream. After 
the World War II, Russians in Yugoslavia were repatriated back to Soviet Union. We 
have no records in hand about her life after that time except a web-page entry 
stating that she passed away in 1977 at Riga, Latvia, a part of the U.S.S.R. since 


1944. Perhaps Vera Vasilevna moved to the Soviet Union after World War II and 
ended up in Latvia S.S.R. 

There is a photograph of Vera Vasilevna Barteneva appeared along with a web¬ 
page about descendants or relatives of the Skvortsovs indicated as taken in 1960’s. 
Perhaps an enquiry through that channel may bring some light into her life in 
between 1940 and 1977. The same web-page also indicates that some time her 
sister Valentina Vasilievna Bernikova was also at Riga, capital of Latvia. Does it 
have a connection? 
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